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exile

In the Aisles of the Night
The Human Face, a Furnace seal 'd,
The Human Heart, its hu11gry Gorge.

-William Blake

Josh and I are down on Aisle Four complaining about how much we don't want
to work tonight even though we're just starting and how Lorraine kept bitching at us last
night for not keeping every single product fronted perfectly on the shelves before we
closed.
"Someday I'll marry her."
I stop chewing on my thumbnail. "Lorraine? What's wrong with you? She's
butt."
He explains he didn ' t mean our blue-eyeshadowed supervisor, but rather the
Preference by L'Oreal color 89B chick.
If you absolutely have to stock health and beauty aids, the hair dyes are definitely the ones to choose. Deodorants don't stack well and usually end up falling all over
each other and vitamins take forever because the bottles and packages are so small and
you of course never want to have to touch anything to do with feminine hygiene, so by
default hair dyes are fairly okay. Plus Josh says the wall of hair dye boxes is like that page
in the Enquirer with the head shots of all the Miss America contestants, so apparently
that's a bonus also.
Josh holds his box in the palm of one hand and covers a yawn with the other. "I
think it's her eyes. I have to marry somebody with big eyes." He's blushing now.
I pick up a box and scan the shelves. "Have you seen where Nice ' n' Easy 67F
goes? Brown, shoulder-length hair, blue eyes .. .! wouldn' t mind marrying her, if I weren' t
waiting for Mary Kate Olsen ."
"Is she a senior?"
"Mary Kate Olsen-you know, Full House, Two of a Kind. She's the more
sporty one. Ashley's almost too girly."
Josh reaches over me to shelve a Clairol Casting Tone-on-Tone and scowls.
"You're weird, man."
I drop my lower jaw in disbelief. "I said I'm waiting for her. She should mature
pretty soon. Plus, she's twelve, so we're not that far apart or anything. So do you know
where Nice 'n' Easy 67F goes?"
He grabs the box from my hand and places it on the shelf directly in front of
where I'm standing. "You're a dumbass."
"So, at least I'm not basing my future wife on the size of her eyes. And just so
you know, I've got the reins on the Olsen twins bandwagon, and I suggest you grab a seat
on this hayride before it overflows and people and hay and hot cider spill out all over the
dirt path."
Josh fingers his earring. "What are you talking about?"
"All I'm saying is that in five years or so, Mary Kate and Ashley Olsen wiIJ be
every teenage boy's dream chicks."
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Josh advises me to shut up and just do some work for once before he whups my
ass, fool, and I'm amused by the prospect of violence from this toughguy who blushes
when he talks about some girl's eyes. I've never had to stock tampons or condoms with
him but Beth says it's so like the cutest thing ever or whatever because he's so like
completely quiet and so bright red-oh my god I'm totally not kidding-the whole entire
time. She also says he's such a nice guy, such a sweetie.
"Beth thinks you're such a nice guy, such a sweetie," I tell him in my best Beth
voice and I'm assuming he'll respond with "Shut up, dickhead," like he always does
when I make fun of him, but instead he straightens his cheap tie that's probably one of his
dad's, just like his creased white shirt that's more polyester than cotton. It's stiff and
uncomfortable-looking, like wool except a lot cheaper.
I ask him what his deal is and then I hear "Can you help me, young men?" so I
tum around to face an old woman clutching a walker and I imitate his smile. She wants to
know where we young fellas are hiding the rolled oats and Josh says Aisle Ten and I say
near the cereals, and with quivering lips she thanks us and then hobbles off.
Josh sighs and runs his fingers through his white-blonde hair as he tries to find
the place for a box of Grecian Formula. "Being old must suck."
I nod my assent and think about the unabashed naivete of his blushing cheeks
and suddenly hope Mary Kate doesn't hit puberty quite yet. But then I hear "Stocker to
cart check" interrupting a Muzak version of Amy Grant's "Baby, Baby" and I realize I
have more entertaining things to care about than youth and innocence and old age and
William Blake. Namely, Josh doing a cart check.
If you can't take at least seven carts at a time you're basically worthless. J
usually go for nine. Josh gets four. Once he and I were checking carts together and he was
pulling some out of the Cart Corral and I drove some in to herd him in there but I pushed
too hard and he fell and the black tennis shoes on his feet flailing in the air looked like
hooves. His generic fleece pullover and even part of his white shirt underneath were
smudged with dirt or oil or something and he called me a dickhead and I looked at him
sprawled on the asphalt and I laughed at him and called him my bitch and told him I made
him, I just made him.
While Josh is busy gathering carts Lorraine summons me up front to set up a
display near the checkout lanes underneath the big banner that says "Check Out Our
Savings." She's working the register on Lane One because Lois is on Two and Beth's on
Three and Lois' arthritic hands move slowly and she's too friendly to the customers so the
lines are extra long. Devon's on Aisle Four with his light off but there's someone there
anyway and he's frowning. Beth always complains about being cold because the automatic doors constantly open and Devon always complains about everything but Lorraine
and Lois have been here forever and know from experience to plan ahead for the temperature, and they don't seem to notice what bothers Devon. He's been here a long time too
but he's younger so it's different somehow.
Lorraine always wears this one striped cardigan over her smock. It's pale orange with black stripes but next to the faded blue of the smock she's worn for years it
bums bright like the fluorescent lights that hang from the acoustical tiles.
"Hello, ma'am, how are you?" she smiles as she greets her next customer. After
she receives a generic "Fine, thanks" reply she wants to know if ma'am found everything
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all right and her eyes remain in contact and her smile continues to stretcb even as she
scans each item. She's the human abstract, a divine image of the professional cashier. Her
striped arms like long bar codes move almost in symmetry as cans and boxes pass from
one hand to the other across the scanner, and while I'm removing the plastic wrap from
my display I see her as an intrinsic extension of the register and the conveyor belt. But
then I notice her peacock eye makeup again and I remember that she dared to make me
re-front all the shelves on Aisles Eight and Nine last night just because they weren't
perfect.
Two of the three junior high badasses in Lois' aisle keep hitting each other with
their giant Pixie Stix while the she rings up their friend. When they knock a group of
mini-flashlight key chains off the impulse-buy rack she tells them to settle down, please,
and they eye each other and attempt to conceal their laughter by coughing.
"It's a good thing you boys are buying all that Robitussin," she says, and they
laugh even more. I look up at them and chuckle too.
Beth has two baby doll barrettes nestled among the highlights in her hair. She
smells like peaches or apricots and her left bra strap is falling off her shoulder. There are
three middle-aged men in her line and only one woman and as the first man leans against
the conveyor belt with his hands in his pockets she smiles without opening her mouth and
her eyes barely even squint. It's simple horizontal lip movement but it's enough to earn
her a wink and a leer at her chest, which he covers by pretending to look at her name tag.
I think the coolest thing about working the register has to be the light above the
aisle, because you can turn it off and not be bothered. Apparently the woman in the
airbrushed Minnie Mouse tee in Devon's lane is either an idiot or some type of social
deviant unaware of conventional grocery store etiquette because she's completely ignoring his extinguished light.
Devon tells her he's closed and she grunts. "You're standing in front of a register, aren't you?"
"I'm sorry, ma' am, but I was just about to count the money in my drawer."
When she still doesn't move, he suggests she try another aisle.
"They're all crowded," she snorts. "Lane Four, here, isn't."
He starts gnawing on his lower lip. "That's because I'm closed."
"Kid," she looks at his name tag. "Devon, you're wearing a shirt and tie and
standing at a register. To me, that says you're a working cashier."
"Listen, I am a working cashier, but . . ."
She points a finger at him like she's his mother and he scowls. "And as a working cashier, you' re supposed to work."
"And to cashier, right?" he turns to his register. "Actually, ma'am, I'm supposed to run a money check because my shift is finished." That pisses her off.
"Is your manager around? Bring him over here." Her nostrils are even flaring.
But he sighs and gives in probably because he fears authority or he doesn't care enough to
care about her anymore, something like that.
I look back at Lane Three because I hear Beth's admirer/harasser/whatever
clearing his throat. "How's life treating you tonight, Beth?" He's buying All Bran and
Frosted Flakes, so either he's torn between conflicting feelings of maturity and youth or
he's got kids. He's wearing a plaid button-down, maybe Nautica but probably just Hunt
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Club or something, and navy Dockers, so I decide he drives a Taurus and has a wall of
stereo equipment under track lighting in his great room. He probably even calls it a great
room.
Beth only looks at the cereal she's scanning. "Oh, I'm all right."
I hear the Disney woman in Lane Four say, "That's why I didn't want to wait in
line in another aisle," so I check her out again and see she's only buying one can of cat
food.
I think her purchase is bizarre until I remember that Devon's dealing with an
idiot or social deviant who has no regard for the light above the register. As I insert tab D
into bole D and complete the construction of my cardboard display stand I decide I'm
much more important than her, and certainly much cooler, but for a second I regret thinking that.
But then she frowns and rifles through her purse and eventually asks Devon if
he takes Visa and I turn my head so she doesn't see me laughing, knocking three boxes of
macaroni off the stand in the process. Lorraine begs ma'am's pardon for a second and
smoothes a wrinkle in her striped cardigan-I swear she's preening herself every time
she gets mad-while she tells me I just have to be more careful sometimes.
I mumble something about how her mama wasn't careful and she was born, but
I stop amusing myself with stupid comeback lines when I notice Devon not attempting to
conceal his disdain for the Disney woman.
"You're using a credit card to buy a can of cat food?" he sneers, and I decide my
original thoughts about her worth as a person were indeed warranted. I exchange a glance
with him and she sees it and glares at both of us.
When the guy in the Dockers pays Beth he clears his throat again and tells her
to keep the change. "Don't work too hard," he grins as he folds his wallet into his back
pocket.
She raises an eyebrow and employs her closed-mouth smile again. "I try not
to."

Lois concentrates on smoothing the creases out of the boys' wadded dollars and
places them carefully in her register. When they leave she returns all the fallen key chains
to their hangers and wipes down her conveyor belt, and I can see her teeth as she smiles.
Lorraine's smiling while she loads a group of plastic bags into her customer's
cart. "You have a nice night, ma'am, and come back soon."
Devon forces out a "Have a nice night" without a smile and the Disney woman
glares again, but this time only at him. "I know you don't mean that."
Of course he doesn't. No one ever means it. It's like "God bless you" after a
sneeze. But he pastes on an ingratiating smile this time and says it again, and even throws
in a "Come back soon," but she doesn't hear him end the phrase with "stupid bitch."
I do though so I tel1 him that woman was a freak and he agrees and complains
about having to re-count his drawer.
I return to placing macaroni boxes on the display until he slams his fist against
the side of his register. "God, people are retarded. They just need to, I don't know, not be
so stupid or something."
My forehead wrinkles and I bite my lower lip. "Exactly. Well put. Not be so
stupid or something."
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"Bite me. I should be a stocker all the time." He grabs a stack of five-dollar bills
and flips through them, arranging them all in the same direction. "You guys don' t have to
deal with dipshit people or handle their dirty, wadded-up money and put it all in order
because that's the way bitchmaster Lorraine likes it."
I rub my eyes and yawn. "Like it's so hard. We always have to put things in
order too. It's called stocking."
"Well yeah, but that's what you do. You put things on a shelf."
"You move things across a scanner."
He returns the money to his drawer and scratches the back of his neck. "You
know what? I don't care. Any type of work at this place is retarded but I don't care
because I'm done. Are you here till close?"
"Yep."
"That sucks. I'm outta here, man. This place is for dipshits and retards." He
removes bis money tray from the drawer and heads to the front office.
I pick up another box of macaroni and elect to agree only partially with his final
statement, thinking of the Disney woman and the junior-high badasses and the Dockers
man and deciding that the customers are indeed dipshits.
"See ya later, loser," I give him a nod but he's already pushing the automatic
door to make it open even faster. Through the big windows I see him punch Josh on the
shoulder while he's straining against four carts and then be rips his tie off and throws it
somewhere in his car. He guns it out of bis parking space and knocks over a cart and
probably doesn't even check bis rear-view mirror.
Lorraine tells me to come over here once I finish up with the display so I do
once I'm done and she hands me a package of chocolate-chip cookies and tells me to take
it back to its proper place over on Aisle Nine. Grocery stores would be so much easier to
work in if they didn't have customers wandering around messing things up all the time
because people don't realize that when they pick up a box of Chips Ahoy and then decide
they're too fat or too poor or don't want it for whatever reason and just toss it aside to the
impulse-buy rack in the checkout Jane, Josh or I have to return it to its proper place over
on Aisle Nine.
I groan and slouch and raise my eyebrows. "Can' t you have Josh do it?"
"He's still checking carts."
"Ob yeah. Of course be is. Four at a time. But be could do it when be finishes,
right? I mean, I doubt we'll sell out of cookies anytime soon anyway, so it doesn't really
matter when it gets done." I like to get under her skin every once in a while, to watch the
sinews in her neck twist and tense up.
She blinks but keeps her eyes closed Jong enough for me to have to look at all
that light blueness burning on her eyelids and she folds her striped arms. "Just do it
before I get irritated." But I guess I dared to push it further than she thought I could so I
don' t say anything else and just go do it.
The Chips Ahoy are in the middle between the generic assorted-flavor sugar
wafers that Josh likes and the Pepperidge Farms mature woman cookies that Lorraine
likes. I like the Chips Ahoy.
"Can' t you do something about that?" some old man I didn ' t even notice before
demands while I return the cookies to their place on the shelf. He points up to the fluores17
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cent lights above us alternating between short periods of sterile yeUow glow and gray
haze.
"Oh, sure, I'll talk to my manager, sir."
His bald head sticks out from the collar of his charcoal jacket aU pasty and pink
like a sick rose on a tombstone. Plus he's wearing Sansabelt pants so I remember Josh
saying how it must suck to be old.
He scratches a shaggy eyebrow. "Well, just talking won't help. I want you to fix
the lights."
I want him to fix his attitude but I don't tell him that and instead just assure him
that I'll get it done, sir.
That buzzing sound you forget about because it's normally all you hear keeps
blinking intermittently as the lights continue to flicker. It only gets annoying when it's
not constant and I think about the contrast between the harsh yellow and the soft gray and
how they're flashing and buzzing and fighting against each other, and I know there has to
be a better way to mix the two than this violent collision. But this man wants new fluorescent tubes and who am I to argue, so I bead over to Lorraine to tell her the lights need
replaced on Aisle Nine and I know she'll agree because she likes them burning as bright
as possible.
So when Josh finally gets finished checking carts he and I have to go fix the
deviant lights. I push open the metal doors near the frozen food section and Josh foUows
me into the back room. It's dark here compared to the rest of the store because there
aren't fluorescent lights but instead just regular incandescent bulbs hanging from the
ceiling and the walls are just plain gray cinder blocks. Josh teUs me he likes it better back
here because it's too bright out front.
I step on a bottle of shampoo that fell from somewhere and I roll my ankle.
"Dammit, I can't even see what's in front of me. Yeah it's too bright out there, but I
wouldn't mind some more lights back here."
"Well, I like it how it is."
"That's because you're stupid."
Josh scowls. "Yeah, well, I'd rather be stupid than ... "
''Than what? Bring it on, I can take it."
''Than .. .! don't know... you."
"Wow, good one."
"Shut up, dickhead."
The fluorescent tubes are down in the storage area in the basement and to get
there you have to go down this narrow spiral staircase. The brick waUs around it have
probably never been cleaned and it's even too dark for Josh to like it. I tell him to go down
there because I don't want to and he whines but eventually gives in because he knows be
can't beat me.
He squints and pouts and grunts. "You always make me do this stuff."
Which is true, but I certainly don't see it as my problem that he lets me. Whenever we have to front the shelves at the end of the night, Josh starts on Aisle One and I
start on Aisle Twelve because the health and beauty supplies are on the first aisles and I
always make him do them because they're a pain in my ass and I'm too lazy to care about
them. He always complains but not enough and I ignore him and soon he gives up and
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calls me a dickbead and then sulks over to Aisle One and I laugh at him.
He looks at the ground and plays with his tie. "I hate the basement. It's always
bot from the furnace and you never know what's down there."
I just laugh and say something about how he's a such good stocker boy and if he
does bis duty, he shouldn't need to fear harm.
He looks up at me. "WeU, it's your tum next time Lorraine wants something out
of there."
"No it's not."
Josh takes a deep breath like it's his last taste of fresh air before descending a
chimney or something and then he starts down the staircase. He's waving his hands,
clutching at the spider webs around him and I hear him say something about how much
he hates this.
When he comes back up with four long tubes bis white shirt and white-blonde
hair aren't anymore, but instead are a sort of dingy gray in places and I think about the
time I knocked him down in the Cart Corral. He's got stripes of spider webs across bis
back and he sneezes from the dust and glares at me.
"I reaUy don't like you anymore."
And I completely believe him without quite knowing why, but vaguely noticing
that he's actually making eye contact with me and not blushing.
I grab a ladder and this time he pushes open the metal doors near the frozen
food section and we make our way over to Aisle Nine.
"You want me to climb up and do it?" I'm trying to make peace now because
I've never seen him get angry and it weirds me out.
But he looks right at me again. "No, I'U do it. I don't care." He hasn't even
bothered to brush the dust off yet.
I decide to let him do whatever because I don't care to argue with him and I
enjoy as little work as possible anyway so he climbs the ladder and I just hold it steady.
The lights are behind frosted plastic panels that fit among the rows of acoustical tiles. They're hinged on one side and supposed to swing open for easy access to the
fluorescent tubes underneath, but they never work that simply because the hinges get
stuck or something and you usually have to pull on a panel until you're about to rip an
entire row of tiles down, exposing all the ductwork inside, and then it finally opens.
That's exactly what Josh is doing except he can't get it open and his face is
getting all blotchy and red and he's starting to sweat. I ask him if be needs any help and
be refuses.
"Fine, I didn't want to help you anyway."
"Would you just shut up and let me do this?" He's breathing heavily now and I
can hear that whistling sound as he inhales and exhales through bis nose.
The canned grocery store soundtrack starts playing a Muzak "Eye of the Tiger."
I smile to myself as I think about Josh and I having a big all-out brawl to see who can
install the lights better (me, of course), but then I remember that neither of us really
wants to be doing this anyway because we both hate how bright these stupid lights are. So
I decide against pushing the ladder and watching him crash to the floor in a broken heap
of fluorescent tubes and cheap poly-blend fabrics.
But I shake the ladder a little just to get a reaction out of him. "How's it going
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up there, buddy?"
"Would you stop shaking me? You're not my buddy. And you' re not helping."
"Oh, so now you want my help?"
"What? No. Just shut up and hold the ladder."
I suddenly decide it's time to become philosophical and poetic or something.
"You know, I read somewhere that if you tell your friend that you' re angry, you won't be
anymore."
"Won 't be friends ?"
"No, dicko. You won 't be angry."
He looks at me and hesitates for a second. "So now you ' re saying we're friends?"
"Co-workers, associates, whatever. The basic theme still applies."
"Oh."
"But if you don't say you' re angry, it'll grow, like a tree or something."
Josh ignores my rambling and continues trying to tear the panel open and I'm
still busy holding the ladder and wondering about bow we can return to a co-worker
relationship in which I'm more in charge until Beth walks up. Actually she's kind of
skipping.
"Oh my God-Josh, your face is so bright red." I'm thinking this definitely
isn't what he needs.
He looks down at her and sneers. "That's because this is hard to do."
"Well, then," she puts her arm around me, "why don't you have this piece try
for awhile?" He needs that even less.
"I'll do it, okay? I can do it."
She pushes back a cuticle with her thumb. "You're so cute." If his face weren't
already flushed from exertion and anger he would' ve been blushing as soon as she flounced
over here. "Oh, Lorraine wanted me to tell you guys to finish stocking the hair dyes when
you're done with this little project."
Josh groans. "All she wants us to do is work."
And I of course just can't repress the witty sarcasm. "Funny, since we're, you
know, at work and all."
Beth and I enjoy a hearty chuckle but Josh ignores us and attacks the light panel
with renewed vigor. He's gnashing his teeth and snorting and clawing at it with rabid zeal
and frankly I'm a little disturbed.
"Dude, you' re a beast."
And then with a grunt he pulls really hard and the ladder vibrates in my hands.
The entire light panel breaks free and the three of us are pelted in a shower of broken
acoustical tiles and screws and dust and miscellaneous debris. There's a big hole in the
ceiling and the light panel sways over Josh's head, suspended only by the electrical wires.
It's still semi-working though and the dying bulbs ' yellow and gray flashes of light make
the scene even more beyond bizarre.
"Whoa," is all Josh can articulate, and Beth and I echo his sentiments as we
brush ourselves off.
Lorraine comes sprinting over with the back of her striped cardigan flapping
behind her, demanding to know what in God's name happened. We're just kind of staring
blankly at the carnage Josh produced while random customers start flocking around us,
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asking stupid questions with their hands covering their open mouths.
"What's wrong with you? What did you do?" Lorraine's livid and she closes her
eyes for a few seconds to regroup or something. Her blue makeup looks even more offensive under this furious light.
Josh's lips are quivering and he takes a step down the ladder. "I don't know. I
just, I..."
But he's interrupted by a loud creaking and the wires snap and the panel swings
down and smacks into him and the ladder falls over. The severed wires cause a short or
whatever happens when the current breaks and all the sets of lights dim and then die
throughout the store. The emergency lights blink on immediately but they're not nearly
as bright as the main fluorescent ones.
He really does crash to the floor in a broken heap of fluorescent tubes and
cheap poly-blend fabrics, but not because I did anything. He lands kind of on his side and
he's laying on the floor holding his left arm and grimacing. His face has lost all its glaring
redness but now it's just weak and sallow instead.
Beth bends over to help him to his feet. "Oh my God, are you okay?"
He repels her with eyes that flash like the fluorescent lights he just killed.
"Leave me alone-I'm fine." But I know he's not.
"I can't believe this. I cannot believe this." Lorraine's rubbing her striped arms
frantically. "Look at this. Just look-what the hell have you done to my store?"
He turns to her and just stares with the same savage look he gave Beth.
And Lois is yelling from up front at the registers. "What's going on? Lorraine,
what should I do? Is everything okay?"
Lorraine spins around and hisses at her. "Everything's under control. Tell the
customers that everything's fine. Just keep ringing people up. We need somebody up
there."
But no one's up there except Lois because everyone in the store converged on
Aisle Nine when they heard the violent racket. Everybody's just kind of standing around
uselessly, looking concerned but not very helpful and wondering what could possibly
have caused this fearful situation. I stare at the old man with the pasty pink head that
made us fix the lights in the first place and I try to look as pissed as possible so he knows
this is all his fault.
Then I look down at Josh and he's trying to hold back tears that are probably
just as much from embarrassment as they are from pain. When I knocked him down in the
Cart Corral he stayed on his back on the asphalt like a submissive dog while I told him I
made him. I look at the fallen ladder on the floor next to him and I realize he climbed it
because of me.
Then he rises clumsily from the wreckage on the floor. He's still piercing
Lorraine's light blueness with his own burning eyes and I think again that I made him, I
just made him.

-Tom Dussel 'OJ
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